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By ROBERT GEHRKE
-;;; THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

““'A coalition of environmental
gmups dxsappomted with a bio-
l gical opinion issued by the Fish

Wildlife Service, says it will
Sm-zAtlas Corp. to force the com-
pany to move its pile of uranium
tailings outside Moab.

Studies by the Fish and Wildlife
Sexyice and the Department of
Energy say contaminants from
the 10.5 million tons of tailings
are. leaching into the Colorado
lﬁger just 750 feet away, pollut-

e river and th.reatenmg sev-
p;  endangered species of fish.
But the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice said in a draft biological
tpinion Thursday that the Nucle-
ar Regulatory Commission
d'éesn’t have the authority to
Atlas to move the tailings,
/en though the report said cap-
the tailings in place is an in-
adequate remedy.
v That prompted the Grand Can-
Yon Trust, the Sierra Club and
veral Moab area residents and
esses to announce plans
nesday to sue the Denver-based
mpany in federal court in Utah,
g it vwlated the Clean
ater Act.

tice 60 days before they file a
deral lawsuit.

g“We re wantmg them to know

| Plaintiffs are requxred to serve -

there are a lot of things at stake

here besides the endangered |

fish,” said Bill Hedden of the
Grand Canyon Trust.
drinking water for 19 million
Americans.”

Hedden said the Colorado Riv- |

er is used for drinking and agri-
cultural purposes by 16 million
people in Southern California as
well as residents of Las Vegas,

Phoenix and parts of Tucson

Ariz.

“In this case just ammonia
alone makes the river about a
mile downstream violate water
quality standards,” said Cullen
Battle, an attomey for the coah
tion.

But Richard Blubaugh, . vice
president of environmental and
governmental affairs for Atlas,
said his company remains con-
vinced that capping would be the
best solution, since it would stop
the spread of water as well as air-
borne contaminants such as radon
that first made the tailings an is-
sue in the late 1970s.

“When you look at your op-
tions, we continue to believe that
moving forward quickly with the
capping provides the best resolu-

tion to that concern,” he said.
“There isn't anything we’ve seen

that indicates that moving it pre-
sents a really better option, espe-
cially when you consider the in-
crease in time and cost involved.”

“This is

Studies say p11e is leaching into and contaminating Colorado Rlver threatemng humans endangered fish

Battle sald if the court finds At-
las violated the Clean Water Act,
the statute allows penalties of up
to $20,000 a day paid to the gov-
ernment. The tailings have been
an issue since 1981, Hedden said,
although both he and Battle insist
the suit i is not meant to punish At-
las.

“We'd rather, they spend that
money moving the tailings,” Bat-
tle said.

“Our ultimate hope is that we
provoke a negotiation,” Hedden
said. “We're not trying to sock At-
las, we're trying to force them to
the table, but we will sock them if
the court finds in our favor and
they choose not to cooperate.”

Hedden and Battle said that ul-
timately Congress will likely have
to step in and help pay to move
the tailings, although Blubaugh
said talks along that vem could
delay a solution.

“It just drags things out and
there’s absolutely no guaran-
tees,” he said. *

The Department of Energy is
already required to reimburse At-
las for 56 percent of any cleanup
or capping costs, since much of
the uranium was used in govern-
ment weapons programs.

Blubaugh said moving the ta11
ings would cost about $155 mil-
lion, compared with about $16
million to $17 million to capping
the tailings in place.

Coalition to Sue Atlas Corp, to Move Uranium Tailings

“But the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice report Thursday suggested
that, in addition to capping the

. tailings, Atlas should drain an es-

timated 426 million gallons of
water from the pile, which could
flow into the river at its current
rate for another 270 years, and
pay for cleanup of contaminants
found to be coming from the Atlas
mill itself.

Hedden said between 10 mil-
lion and 30 million gallons of tail-
ings liquids are entering the river
every day, according to studies by
the Oak Ridge National Laborato-
ry, whose figures were used in the
FWS opinion, creating a plume of
contaminated water that stretches
1 to 1%% miles downstream.

“It’s extraordinary for a single
source to affect a great big river
like the Colorado for any
stretch,” Hedden said.
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